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As the UK updates its pioneering Human Fertilisation and Embryology Act, legal 
boundaries for research in the life sciences are redrawn in other countries as 
well. Michael Gross reports.
Embryonic developmentsA baby girl born in 1978 forced the UK 
government to create ground-breaking 
legislation on human embryos. The 
birth of IVF baby Louise Brown and 
the subsequent rapid spread of the 
new method led to calls for regulation 
and boundaries for the IVF technology 
and for the science around human 
embryos in general. The government 
responded to these concerns with 
the 1990 Human Fertilisation and 
Embryology Act, which set up the 
Human Fertilisation and Embryology 
Authority (HFEA) and briefed it with 
the task not only of supervising and 
regulating IVF clinics, but also of 
keeping an eye on all the bioethical 
issues surrounding human embryos. 
What John Major’s government at 
the time couldn’t know was that this 
brief would grow to enormous size and 
importance within a few years. The 
advent of human embryonic stem cells, 
with their promise for regenerative 
medicine and the spectre of human 
cloning, placed the HFEA in the eye 
of a bioethics storm, which it has 
weathered remarkably well. Compared 
with other countries, where legislators 
were wrongfooted by the rapid rise 
of bioethics issues, the UK had the 
benefit of an early mover, thanks to the 
pioneering work of its IVF doctors. 
As was unavoidable, considering 
its early start, the UK legislation 
began to look dated after the 
turn of the century, as unforeseen 
progress continued, and attitudes 
to parenthood shifted. Thus, a major 
revision of the act was prepared and 
received Royal Assent in November 
2008. New regulations concerning 
the parenthood rights of same-sex 
partners undergoing fertility treatment 
have already come into force in April. 
In October, the main parts of the 
new legislation, covering the creation 
of embryos outside the body, banning 
sex-selection for non-medical 
reasons, and clarifying the limits of 
embryo research, will become law. 
Still, stem cell research in the UK will 
continue to benefit from one of the most permissive legal frameworks in 
the Western world. 
In the US, by contrast, the political 
climate has been more challenging, as the Bush administration had been 
firmly opposed to the use of human 
embryos in research. Only in March did 
Barack Obama lift his predecessor’s 
ban on federal funding for research 
involving new stem cell lines. 
Any jubilation of stem cell 
researchers and supporters was 
soon dampened by the decision Scrutiny: Technical developments with human embryonic stem cells are forcing legislators to 
examine possibilities. (Picture: Steve Gschmeissner/Science Photo Library.)
Current Biology Vol 19 No 11
R428
Britain was quite slow to take up the 
new method of ringing birds to glean 
information about their migrations. 
Hans Christian Cornelius Mortensen, 
a teacher in Viborg, Denmark, was 
the first person systematically to 
ring birds in 1899. He ringed 165 
young starlings with numbered and 
addressed rings hoping that some of 
the birds would be found and the rings 
returned with information about when 
and where the birds had travelled. 
The experiment was a success and 
the next year the first results were 
published.
The method attracted much 
attention abroad and in the following 
years many countries started to ring 
birds and establish ringing centres.
But it was not until 1909 that 
a ringing scheme in Britain was 
established. Originally there were 
two schemes, one run by the journal 
British Birds, instigated by the editor, 
Harry Forbes Witherby, and one 
at Aberdeen University, started by 
Arthur Landsborough Thomson.
But the first startling revelation 
came with a young swallow ringed 
by a wildlife enthusiast, John 
Masefield, a solicitor in central 
England in May 1911. In December 
1912, Witherby was sent a letter from 
Natal in South Africa saying the bird 
carrying the ring had been caught in 
a farmhouse. 
“That this swallow breeding in 
the far west of Europe should have 
It’s the centenary of the first bird 
ringing that led to information about 
the extraordinary migration of the 
swallow. Nigel Williams reports.
Swallow surprise
Winging it: Through a ringing programme, researchers were astonished that the swallow, a 
bird the size of a matchbox, migrated between Europe and South Africa each year. (Photo: 
Tommy Holden/BTO.)of Virginia’s governor Tim Kaine to 
sign a bill banning the use of certain 
state funds for embryonic stem cell 
research. This move has an ironic 
twist as Obama nominated Kaine as 
chairman of the Democratic National 
Committee, a position he will take on 
full time when his term as governor 
expires next January. 
A new member of the stem 
cell club, Brazil, is now 
 beginning to reap the rewards 
of permissive legislation 
 introduced in 2005 against 
strong opposition from the 
Catholic church... the Brazilian 
government has now launched 
a major funding initiative for 
stem cell research
In Germany, production of and 
research with new stem cell lines 
are still off limits, but in April 2008 
the Bundestag moved the time limit 
forward to May 1 2007, so all stem 
cell lines created before that date can 
be imported and used for research. 
Focusing its efforts on a slightly less 
controversial part of the bioethics 
field, the Bundestag recently passed 
a new law regulating the use of 
genetic diagnostics. Jochen Graw, a 
board member of Germany’s Society 
for Genetics (GfG) was less than 
impressed by the draft legislation, 
complaining that it introduced 
unnecessary complications on 
one side, while failing to grasp the 
distinction between genotype and 
phenotype on the other. 
A new member in the stem cell 
club, Brazil, is now beginning to 
reap the rewards of permissive 
legislation introduced in 2005 against 
strong opposition from the Catholic 
church. Following last year’s victory 
in the Supreme Federal Court, which 
upheld the legislation, the Brazilian 
government has now launched a 
major funding initiative for stem cell 
research. First successes include a 
home-grown new stem cell line, and 
the development of a new method of 
growing human ES cells in bioreactors. 
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